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Abstract 
This study investigates the extent to which knowledge of grammar accounts for effectiveness in L2 reading comprehension. It is a qualitative study 
focusing on various aspects of grammatical knowledge involved in reading comprehension. Based on the overview of L2 reading research and the 
data elicited from second language learners, how grammar makes a unique contribution to L2 reading comprehension is emphasized. 
© 2014 Akbari. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran. 
Keywords: knowledge of grammar; reading comprehension; L2 learners; academic context 
1. Introduction 
In general terms, reading comprehension can be defined as the ability to understand information in a text and interpret it 
appropriately. Grabe and Stoller (2002) define reading comprehension according to a set of necessary processes. The last but not the 
least important process is that of reading comprehension as a linguistic process.  
The role of grammar in L2 reading has not received much attention by researchers (Alderson, 1984, 2000; Urguhart & Weir, 
1998; Nassaji, 2007; Shiotsu & Weir, 2007). On the one hand, this may be attributable to the very nature of reading as a receptive 
language skill for comprehending the messages of the texts. Thus, knowledge of structure was regarded to have less to do with 
comprehending a text than levels of other components such as vocabulary, background knowledge, and reading strategies. On the 
other hand, the 30-year long dominance of Communicative Language Teaching that puts a near-exclusive emphasis on macro-
language skills and communicative functions has somewhat downgraded the need to address the issue of the role of grammar in L2 
reading (Urguhart & Weir, 1998; Han & D’Angelo, 2009).  
There are pros and cons as far as the role of grammar in reading comprehension is concerned. The Structural Deficit 
Hypothesis (SDH) attributes difficulties in the acquisition of reading to syntactic processing deficiencies (Stein, Cairns & Zurif, 
1984; Bowey, 1986a, 1986b; Bentin, Deutsch and Liberman, 1990; Menyuk et al., 1991; Scarborough, 1991). The SDH claims that 
an absence of grammatical knowledge or lack of processing ability interferes with higher level text comprehension. It is also believed 
that syntactic awareness assists readers in accomplishing their reading comprehension tasks effectively. Koda (2005) pointed out that 
all difficulties L2 readers experience are attributable to inadequate linguistic knowledge.  
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However, this is not universally accepted and voices arguing that L2 readers do not need grammar knowledge for effective 
reading have also been heard (Alderson, 2000). Bernhardt (2000) reviewed adolescent and adult second-language literacy studies and 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran.
123 Zahra Akbari /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  122 – 126 
one of the conclusions that she reached was that second language reader's text comprehension could not always be predicted by the 
syntactic complexity of the text. 
 
There are some underlying issues that led to apparent contradictions in research findings. First, grammar is a thorny issue 
mainly due to the overlap between the knowledge of grammar and vocabulary (Perfetti, 1999). Thus, a clear operationalization of 
grammar is imperative to isolate the contribution made by grammar from that of vocabulary, if possible.  
 
Second, findings reported by research studies have confirmed that different test formats measure different aspects of 
language ability (Kobayashi, 2002). In a study by Shiotsu and Weir (2007), the scores of test takers on each vocabulary test and 
grammar subsection of TOEFL were correlated with their reading comprehension scores. The results revealed that grammar accounts 
for greater variation in reading comprehension than vocabulary knowledge. Concerning the formats available for testing reading 
comprehension, Koda (2005:236) stresses that "further confirming the complexity of the construct of reading comprehension, there 
are diverse ways of conceptualizing how it can be measured". Test users, consequently, must respect the basic assumptions 
underlying alternative assessment techniques.  
 
Third, it is widely believed that since less successful readers pay direct attention to the words and structures of a reading 
passage while more successful readers focus on global meaning and background knowledge, the former should perform well, if not 
better than the latter, on form-focused discrete-point grammar activities (Gascoigne, 2005). Kobayashi (2002:210) argues that a 
certain proficiency level is needed on which to base overall understanding of the text which, in turn, may confirm a concept of 
linguistic threshold. So far, the extent to which grammar knowledge is required by good L2 readers remains uncertain in the current 
research. As Shiotsu and Weir (2007) argue, "syntactic knowledge remains one of the deciding factors in the performance on texts 
reading comprehension [especially] for learners up to certain level" (p. 121). 
  
Fourth, different weights are given to the role of grammar in reading comprehension depending on the researcher's 
perspective. For instance, Kobayashi (2002) considers that the surface level features such as syntactic or lexical elements are of 
secondary importance although they can affect reading ability. Shiotsu and Weir (2007: 99) also confirm "the relative contribution of 
knowledge of syntax and knowledge of vocabulary to L2 reading in two pilot studies in different contexts". There are also studies 
that compared the relative importance of grammar with that of other L2 reading components, such as background knowledge and 
vocabulary (Barnett, 1986; Barry & Lazarte, 1995, 1998; Shiotsu & Weir, 2007). Barnett’s (1986) study explored that relative 
contribution made by grammar and vocabulary to L2 reading. Grammatical knowledge was shown to have a comparable effect on L2 
comprehension to that of vocabulary knowledge. 
 
Numerous research studies have been conducted to examine the reading process in second language students. Many of these 
studies focus on readers' competence and strategies, generally dealing with beginning and intermediate school students. Less 
common, however, have been empirical studies into the role of linguistic knowledge assisting L2 reading comprehension and even 
less in an academic context.  
 
Most studies addressing the role of grammar in L2 reading explored the issue by measuring the correlation between 
learners’ grammatical knowledge and their L2 reading comprehension ability while this study investigates the role of grammatical 
knowledge directly in the process of reading comprehension. In order to control the role of vocabulary and background knowledge to 
some extent, academic English texts related to the learners' field of study were used in reading classrooms.  
 
2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
This study was conducted with 120 Persian university students of para-medical sciences. The students were 18-20 years old 
and enrolled in the first year of their nursing, operating room, midwifery, and health information technology studies at BS level. 
There were 30 students in each group. All the four groups in the two semesters had the same instructor who was at the same time the 
researcher. They were followed up during one academic year. In the first semester, they held a seventeen-week "English for general 
Purpose" course. All groups studied the same book called "General English for Students of Medical Sciences". During this semester, 
they attended English classes twice a week; each session lasted 90 minutes. During the second semester, each group held its own 
"English for Specific Purpose" course. During this semester, they attended English classes once a week; each session took 90 
minutes. Developing English reading comprehension, vocabulary repertoire and grammar knowledge were goals of these two 
consecutive courses.  
 
2.2. Measurement instruments 
In order to elicit comprehension problems resulting from insufficiency or lack of linguistic awareness, data were collected 
through the following tasks: classroom activities including asking and answering reading comprehension questions, writing the 
paraphrase of seemingly difficult/long sentences (i.e. complex and/or compound sentences) and other activities such as translation 
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data (i.e. translating problematic sentences from English into Persian) and exam data which included open-ended questions based on 
the just mentioned tasks. 
 
2.3. Procedures 
The data were collected in one academic year. During the first and second semester, comprehension problems resulting from 
insufficiency or lack of linguistic awareness were elicited and at the same time, L2 learners were trained how to eliminate these 
problems.  
 
The students were expected to read each of their reading comprehension passages, ask at least two Wh questions from each 
paragraph, look up the meaning of the new words in monolingual dictionaries, study the grammatical section, write the paraphrase of 
difficult sentences and do the translation exercise at the end of each unit before attending the classroom.  
 
When they entered the classroom, first, they raised their comprehension problems and the teacher helped them to solve their 
problems by directing their attention to grammatical relations between the words in a sentence and the implicit/explicit grammatical 
relationships between the sentences. Then, the teacher tried to elicit more comprehension problems through giving them translation 
tasks, paraphrasing tasks and asking and answering wh questions tasks based on pre-determined parts of long sentences in the given 
text. These tasks were mainly arranged for problematic (seemingly difficult) sentences including mainly compound complex ones.  
 
After eliciting each comprehension problem resulting from lack or insufficiency of grammatical knowledge, the researcher 
trained the students how to eliminate it through different linguistic consciousness-raising techniques in order to help them learn how 
to use knowledge of grammar to improve both their reading comprehension ability and reading speed.  
 
 
3. Findings  
In the following section, the elicited L2 learners' comprehension problems resulting from lack or insufficiency of 
grammatical knowledge are classified and then the techniques used for their elimination are presented.  
 
A. The classification of comprehension problems resulting from insufficiency or lack of grammatical knowledge 
1. Recognizing and understanding different kinds of phrases and determining their head noun 
2. Recognizing and understanding different kinds of clauses and determining their grammatical function  
3. Recognizing the main sentence in a complex sentence and consequently failing to recognize the main verb of the sentence 
4. Retrieving the omitted parts of a sentence (where ellipsis occurs) 
5. Recognizing the role of conjunctive adverbs  
6. Recognizing the reference of the pronouns 
7. Recognizing and understanding the tense of the verb  
8. Recognizing two-part verbs  
9. Understanding the reversed parts 
10. Understanding the passive sentences  
11. Lack of knowledge of Phrase breaking/ chunking/ clustering 
12. Recognizing the idiomatic expressions and phrasal verbs 
13. Lack of knowledge of collocations 
14. False generalizations or stereotyping about words with similar spelling or pronunciation 
 
B. Techniques for overcoming grammatical problems which hinder reading comprehension 
A combination of the following techniques was used to highlight the significant role of grammar in reading comprehension.  
1. Asking Wh questions and answering them in order to elicit the semantic and syntactic relationship between different parts of 
a complex and/or compound sentence 
2. Raising students' consciousness about the role of  punctuation marks in reading comprehension 
3. Bringing the omitted parts back to their original place 
4. Identifying the main sentence and the dependent sentence (s) in complex-compound sentences and understanding their 
semantic and syntactic relationship  
5. Identifying the reference of the pronouns 
6. Simplifying long sentences by omitting pre- and post-modifiers of nouns and adjective clauses whether restrictive or non-
restrictive 
7. Learning how to use the grammatical information available in  monolingual dictionaries 
8. Learning "phrase breaking" and recognizing phrases in long sentences to promote reading comprehension and increase its  
speed 
9. Identifying the head noun of different kinds of phrases  
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10. Paraphrasing the seemingly difficult sentences by using already known, simpler grammatical patterns 
11. Bringing back the reversed sentences to their original places 
12. Understanding the role of implicit/explicit conjunctions to promote reading comprehension and to increase its speed 
13. Recycling and reviewing the key grammatical points while teaching reading comprehension so that learners get adequate 
exposure to the real use of grammatical points  
14. Asking learners to search for the grammatical points (explained in the grammar section) in their reading texts to discover the 
connection between the reading and grammar  
15. Designing English course books in a way that the given grammatical point explained in the grammar section being the key, 
frequently used grammatical point in its related reading passage in each unit/lesson 
 
 
4. Discussion 
On the basis of the findings, it may be argued that grammatical knowledge predicts better comprehension and may be used 
as an indicator of success in reading. The explicit knowledge seems to help them realize the relationship between sentences (Alavi 
and Kaivanpanah, 2007). Therefore, if language teachers aim at helping students read better and comprehend faster, they are advised 
to increase the grammatical knowledge through diverse means such as focus on form and explicit instruction. An interactive program 
to teach grammar and improve reading comprehension is suggested to bring about significant improvement in reading 
comprehension. 
 
Generally speaking, syntactic structure instruction and practice take up a large amount of classroom time in GPE and ESP 
classes and teaching materials consist of readings that are principally developed taking into account syntactic complexity. During 
seven years of study in guidance school and high school, the result has been memorizing a set of rules which learners cannot use 
appropriately either in speaking or reading activities.  Since students are expected to focus on literal meaning of the reading, that is, 
to read and translate materials written in English, they make a lot of efforts to increase the size of their vocabulary. The prescribed 
textbooks are grammar-oriented. The national exams are likewise structural in orientation. Most of the exercises have a model to 
follow, which will detract from motivation of new answers and decrease creativity in responses.  There is little room to expand on 
these exercises. Some of the questions require students to select a verb tense but do not invite them to go further and create their own 
sentences. There is little recycling of the grammatical points learned and practiced throughout the lessons so a grammatical point 
which is so emphasized in a lesson is forgotten during the course. Ultimately, they considered grammar as a set of rules which is used 
to do grammatical exercises and they were not aware of the role of grammar in developing reading comprehension. 
  
However, this study has a different approach to teaching grammar. In this study, grammar is used as a device to develop and 
facilitate reading comprehension. At the end of this study, students had a sense of self-satisfaction and more efficient and effective 
reading comprehension and they were intrinsically motivated to read their English academic texts since they acquired a different 
view towards the role of grammar through understanding its key role in reading comprehension. They do not consider learning 
grammar as memorizing a set of rules and patterns for doing exercises. They, in fact, experience the importance of grammar in 
assisting them understand their texts in the process of reading. Now, grammar is as important, if not more than, as vocabulary for 
them.  
 
The findings of this study are in line with Sinclair (1991) and Hunston & Francis (1998) (as cited in Lee, 2004). They 
consider lexis and grammar inseparable in nature and completely interdependent. As with Willis (1993) who notes that grammar and 
lexis are two ways of picturing the same linguistic objective.  That is, the lexis consists of word- meaning patterns, while the 
grammar consists of structures, and categorizes words according to such structures.  He considers language learners have to work 
simultaneously with the grammar and the lexicon (ibid, 84).  Like Granger (2009), I contend that in an applied perspective, it is 
preferable to view language as both grammaticalized lexis and lexicalized grammar. 
 
5. Conclusion and implications 
The conclusion that might be drawn from the results of study is that as soon as learners learn how to manipulate syntactic 
structures in a text while reading a text, their comprehension is greatly promoted. As the same time that this facilitates reading 
comprehension, it allows them to have detailed reading comprehension, deepen their understanding and increase their reading speed. 
Consequently, they will have a sense of self satisfaction, enjoy reading English texts and are ultimately encouraged to follow up the 
process of learning English. 
 
In recent years, grammar teaching has regained its rightful place in the language curriculum. Language teaching 
professionals (e.g., Batstone and Ellis, 2009; Ellis, 2006: Nassaji and Fotos, 2004) are now of the belief that grammar is too 
important to be ignored, and that without a good knowledge of grammar, learners’ language development will be severely 
constrained. In order to achieve a better fit between grammar and reading comprehension, it is not helpful to think of grammar as a 
discrete set of meaningless, decontextualized, static structures, nor is it helpful to think of grammar solely as a set of prescriptive 
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rules about linguistic forms. Grammatical structures not only have (morphosyntactic) forms, but they are also used to express 
meaning (semantics) in appropriate use contexts (pragmatics). There is now a general consensus that the issue is not whether or not 
one should teach grammar. The issue now centers on questions such as which grammar items learners need most or how teachers can 
most effectively teach grammar (Thornbury, 1999). 
 
In this regard, Nunan suggests what he terms an organic approach to teaching grammar. In this approach, Nunan insists on 
the role of authentic texts and contexts to give learners "the opportunity of seeing the systematic relationships that exist between 
form, meaning, and use" (1998, 102). 
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